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Navigating Colorism and Racial Identity in Dominican Women
by 
CHRISTINE HERNANDEZ
Advisor: Dr. Erica Chito Childs 
Colorism has been perpetuated in Dominican culture across generations.  That along with a 
colonial mentality has shaped the racial identity and ideologies of their people.  I explore what 
historical and societal factors play into identity in Dominican women.  Additionally, I delve into 
the history of blackness on the island of Hispañola and how it has led to the perpetuation of 
colorism. I show how this perpetuation influences the racial self-identity of Dominican women 
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Introduction 
In 2009, Dominican major league baseball player Sammy Sosa shocked the public when 
his skin seemed to have become several skin shades lighter. Sosa is of Afro-Dominican descent, 
meaning he has predominantly Black or African physical features.  In the widely circulated 
photos of him, his skin looked gray and unnatural.  The Sammy Sosa that I remember from 
childhood was dark skinned with black features. To see him now is quite the shock.  Sammy 
Sosa admits to regularly using creams that cause a dramatic change in his appearance.  He claims
that the creams are intended to soften his skin, and that the whitening of his skin is a side effect 
of his nightly usage. 
Figure 1 Sammy Sosa before and skin lightening
It is a common belief that Sosa purposely bleaches his skin to achieve whiter looking 
skin.   As you can see in figure 1, Sosa’s skin is dramatically lighter than it was in the beginning 
of his career.  His skin no longer resembles the dark chocolate color that it is naturally.  Also, you
can see that his hairstyle is straight compared to his hair in the first image. Many believe that 
Sosa’s decision to bleach his skin shows his desire to appear whiter and more like the 
Eurocentric ideal that the United States and Dominican culture glorifies. My theory is that 
1
Sammy Sosa has internalized colorist ideals which is common in Dominican society. If Sammy 
Sosa, who is a successful man can feel pressure to whiten his skin, young women will fall victim 
to colorist ideals as well.
Both the United States and the Dominican Republic have a history of colonialism, which 
has led to the perpetuation of anti-blackness and Eurocentric ideals of beauty.  The racial identity
of U.S. born Dominican women is influenced by these ideals that have been pushed by their 
Dominican relatives, society, and the media.  They either internalize it or reject Eurocentric 
ideals of beauty. The internalization of these ideals leads Dominican women to avoid identifying 
as black, even though there is African ancestry dating back to colonialism on the island of 
Hispañola. I draw on psychological theories and studies to support my thesis that colorism and 
anti-black ideals have the ability to shape the racial identity formation of Dominican women. The
goal of this paper is to explore and expand on the research on how Dominican women self-
identify racially and what historical and societal factors play into it.  
My focus is on how racial identity is shaped in Dominican women because it is an 
understudied topic on a growing population.  There has been a dramatic increase in the number 
of Dominicans in the United States, yet there is a lack of research on the racial identity of 
Dominican women. Most of the research that is conducted is on Mexican/ Mexican American 
people.  More research on the topic of racial identity and how colorism is internalized needs to 
be conducted on Dominicans.  According to the 2010 Census Bureau’s American Community 
Survey, roughly 1.5 million self-identified Dominicans resided in the United States. (Census.org)
Below, we can see the growth of the Dominican population in a table retrieved from the Pew 
Research Center. It shows the growth of the Dominican population in the United States, both 
Dominican and U.S. born people.
 
As you can see, since the 90’s the numbers have nearly quadrupled. There is a significant 
increase of Dominicans from both groups from 1990 to 2013 and an especially rapid spike from 
2000 to 2013.  The racial self-identity of Dominican women is a grossly understudied topic 
despite the growing number of Dominicans in the United States. The impact colorism has on 
Dominican women leads to the internalization of Eurocentric ideals in women. There has been 
an increase of conversations about colorism in the media, and the link between it and racial self-
identity should be explored. 
In part one, I define colorism and its roots.  I present the origins of blackness on the 
island of Hispañola and I analyze how colorism and Eurocentric ideals have been perpetuated for
generations. Additionally, I analyze how colorism is a global issue that affects people from all 
over the African Diaspora. I explore the effects of Eurocentric ideals of beauty and anti-
blackness.  These are dominant ideologies in Dominican culture and women are more deeply 
affected by it than men are.  I review key moments in the islands history that have perpetuated 
colorism and racist ideologies such as anti-blackness and anti-Haitianism.  These ideologies 
result from colonization of the island of Hispañola and the slave trade which led to the presence 
of blackness on the island which I also provide historical context on. I explore the colonization 
of the island from the time Columbus first stepped foot on it to the time when Trujillo was in 
power, and all the racial dynamics that came from these events to fully grasp how history 
influences how Dominican women identify today.  In “Salomé Ureña’s Blurred Edges Race, 
Gender, and Commemoration in the Dominican Republic,” Dixa Ramirez states the following 
when discussing Dominican poet Salome Urena de Henriguez’ success “…the rise in 
institutionalized anti-blackness during the US occupation (1916–24), the Trujillo dictatorship 
(1930–61), and beyond required ideological and aesthetic labor” (Ramirez 45). The first key 
moment I discuss is the decimation of the Taino population on Hispañola, followed by the 
liberation of Haiti from French rule in the 19th century and the antagonism resulting from it.  
The third is Trujillo’s dictatorship and the xenophobic narratives that he upheld. Although the 
racial dynamics of the 15th century colonial times and modern Trujillo times are distinct, what 
connects these three historical periods is the evident anti-blackness and white supremacy 
perpetuated.  As I argue, these events have led to the spread and perpetuation of racist ideas that 
persist today which influences how people identify racially. 
In part two, I discuss the ways in which colorism influences the racial self-identity of 
Dominican women.  I look at two studies by researchers, which give us a more in-depth 
understanding of the complexities of racial identity in Dominican women. One is by Leslie 
Quiros and Beverly Araujo Dawson and the other by Delida Sanchez. These two papers support 
my thesis that racial identity can be influenced by colorism. As you will read in my literature 
review, Dominican women can also have fluid racial identities which allow them to identify their
race in different ways depending on the social situation.  I also explore how societal factors 
perpetuate colorism and Eurocentricity which are internalized by Dominicans.  To do this, I 
provide quantitative data on the representation of Latina/Hispanic women in media.  This helps 
to further elucidate the impact colorism has on media, and in what ways it affects the consumer’s
racial identities.  I present analyses of how public figures such as entertainers identify racially 
and what they can tell us about how their racial groups navigate their identities. 
In part two, I analyze how the mass media imposes colorism and the Eurocentric ideal 
onto Dominican women by focusing on telenovelas which are very popular in Dominican 
culture.  The media has the ability to shape ones perceptions and views of the world as well as 
ones views on their own identity. Telenovelas aide in the perpetuation of Eurocentric ideals of 
beauty.  This influences the racial self-identity of Dominican women due to the 
underrepresentation of Latinas and lack of protagonists of color in telenovelas. 
I include quantitative data from the International Movie Data Base (IMDb) on the most 
popular telenovelas and discuss the influence that these shows have on their Dominican viewers. 
I framed my argument on Euro-centricity and colorism in media using two psychological 
theories: the Internalization and Cultivation theories.  I apply these to the effect that Eurocentric 
ideals of beauty in media has on Dominican women.  This will further illustrate the 
psychological impact that colorism has on women.  Finally, I offer options for future research 
that include qualitative studies to expand on the research on racial identity in Dominican women.
Colorism and its Roots
Alice Walker (1983) defines colorism as “prejudicial or preferential treatment of same-
race people based solely on their color” (qtd Norwood openscholarship.wustl.edu). Colorism 
occurs when people from a community practice prejudice against the darker people of their own 
group or when they show preference for those with lighter skin. Colorism differs from racism 
because it occurs within communities of color, whereas dominant racial groups practice racism 
over racially subordinate groups. Colorism is the practice and the theory that leads society to 
exhibit preference over lighter skin people of color within a group.  It is rooted in the myth of 
white supremacy which states that white people are socially and psychologically better than non-
white and black people.  People with white supremacist ideals believe that white people are 
superior to non-white and black people in every way.  In the past decade or so, more people have
been speaking out against colorism. Despite the awareness being brought about it, there are still 
many people that are not aware of this term or the history behind it.
Although colorism is based on the myth of white supremacy, it manifests in material 
ways when practiced by white people and internalized by people of color. There are material 
benefits that come with having lighter skin than other people from your group have.  Those that 
have lighter skin have more social benefits due to their relative proximity to whiteness. One 
example of this has to deal with dating preference of black men.  When black men internalize 
colorist ideals, they exhibit colorist dating preferences. I have heard black men state that they do 
not date dark skin women for various reasons including their dark skin color or they simply 
claim they prefer lighter skin women.  The 2011 film Dark Girls, directed by D. Channsin Berry 
and Bill Duke is a compelling documentary about colorism. The film gives us a look inside the 
roots of colorism as well as how it plays out in different dynamics such as family, romantic 
relationships, and it also talks about colorism around the globe. In the film, one black man was 
being interviewed on colorism and dating and he stated “I don’t really like dark skin women. 
They look funny beside me.  You know.  I rather not date a dark skinned woman.”  (This was a 
dark skin man.  I am not sure what he meant when he said that a dark skin woman would look 
funny beside him) When the interviewer asked   “You rather a light skin girl?” The black man 
replied “Yeah, light skin, pretty girl with long hair.”  He is admitting to not wanting to date a 
dark skin woman that resembles something outside of the Eurocentric ideal, which we have been 
told is superior for generations. 
Colorism is an after effect of colonization by Europeans.  Eurocentric ideals and values 
center on the myth of Anglo-Saxon superiority in the realm of intellect as well as physical 
features.  This belief in Eurocentricity states that white beauty is the greatest and white people 
are more intelligent than non-white people.  Euro-centricity has been associated with beauty and 
intelligence since the beginning of colonization. Matthew Shenoda served as the vice president 
of Social Equity and Inclusion at the Rhode Island School of Design.  He was one of the scholars
that were interviewed for the film Dark Girls.  Shenoda describes how the history of colonization
has led to colorism.  In the film, he states   
… the way in which these different nations have been colonized over the years largely 
by… European armies, shifting the perspective of people and creating a sense of beauty, a
sense of identity, a sense of superiority… In the history of colonization, people are taught
that the colonizer is the superior and if the superior looks a certain way… you aspire to 
this (Dark Girls). 
Shenoda is reinforcing the idea that the colonization of Hispañola has long-lasting impact on our 
ideas of who is beautiful and what skin tone holds value. The colonized are taught that Euro-
centricity is the standard for all things superior.  The colonization of the island of Hispañola is a 
perfect example of this.  Dominicans perpetuate Eurocentric ideals of beauty and colorism 
because these ideals are imposed on the colonized people of Hispañola for centuries.  The 
imposing of these ideals leads to their internalization, which is one of the theoretical frameworks 
of this paper. 
One of theories that the film Dark Girls supports is that colorism is rooted in slavery.   In 
the film, one interviewee said “The racism that we have as a people amongst ourselves is a direct
backlash of slavery: the house niggas versus the field niggas.”  The self-hate of blacks against 
their dark skin was perpetuated on the plantation with the demonization of blackness. It is a 
common belief that on the plantation, slaves that were the product of rape by white masters and 
who had fairer skin were given more privileges and were treated relatively better than dark 
slaves.  They were still treated horrendously and dehumanized, but the lighter complexioned 
slaves were seen as better somehow.  For example, it is a common belief that lighter 
complexioned slaves were more likely to be given less strenuous duties inside of the home. 
(House slave vs Field slave)
Colorism is not just a United States issue, it is a global phenomenon. Communities all 
over the world with people of African descent or people with darker skin perpetuate colorism, 
including Latin America and the Caribbean islands. That is why it is not shocking to hear about 
the extremes that dark people like Sammy Sosa endure, to achieve a lighter complexion and to 
more closely resemble the Eurocentric ideal. In the film Dark Girls, Matthew Shenoda describes 
the global issue of skin lightening creams.  He says
One of the most popular products in the third world is skin lightening cream, which gives
us… an idea of people’s perceptions of themselves. We’re talking about regions in the 
world where the overwhelming majority are not white, but here we see a huge kind of 
market for skin lightening creams (Dark Girls).
People may resort to harmful methods to achieve a look that aligns with what is considered 
beautiful.  Another interviewee in the film stated
What has happened over time, across generations is an internalization of the degradation 
of what it means to be black in the world because cause this is not just a U.S. phenomena.
Go to Ghana today, go to Senegal today go to the Gambia today go to South Africa today 
and you will see billboards promoting skin bleaching cream...even in the face of knowing
it causes cancer.  Our sisters are trying to lighten themselves in response to an 
internalized racism that is global (Dark Girls).
Colorism leads dark skin people to internalize these ideals that were brought forth by the 
colonizers and to go so far as to use products that will change their appearance to resemble the 
white ideal.  The skin lightening cream business is a multi-million dollar industry. These skin 
lightening creams that Sammy Sosa uses and that other people from the African diaspora use are 
harmful, yet the market for this does not seem to slow down.  Often times they are marketed as 
using “natural” ingredients.  Celebrities such as Blacchyna even have their own skin lightening 
cream lines called “Whitenitious.” If Dominicans are going to the extreme of using harmful 
creams to look whiter, it is no surprise that they would deny their own blackness in terms of their
racial self-identity.
Colorism and Anti-Blackness in Dominican Culture
Modern day’s concept of beauty has a lot to do with slender features and light skin. Women with
fairer skin and more Anglo-saxon features tend to be more sought after while the women of color
are pushed towards attaining lighter skin (Castillo et al).
  Anyone who grew up immersed in Dominican culture either on the island or in the 
United States will tell you that colorism is perpetuated in Dominican society.  Experiences with 
colorism show us that a colonial mentality is still present in Dominicans. In the Dominican 
Republic, to be lighter complexioned means that one had European heritage as opposed to Black 
heritage, which was of course seen in a negative light.  Being black is a kind of insult in 
Dominican culture. You can become the butt of racist jokes and it is completely normalized in 
Dominican culture. In the film Dark Girls, when discussing colorism and anti-blackness, one 
Dominican man stated
It’s even worse over there.  Over there it’s not like racism like they put it here on T.V.  ...
Over there it’s undercover which is worse.  If I go to visit a girl at her mother’s house and
she’s light skin and I’m dark skin...both Dominican, her mother be like you’re gonna’ 
fuck up my race, my family bringing this dark skinned boy over here.  You couldn’t find 
somebody your complexion? Light eyes, green eyes? (Dark Girls) 
This expectation to bring home a light skinned partner is something that I am all too familiar 
with.  As far back as I can remember, the idea of “aclarando la raza” or lightening the race has 
been instilled in many Dominicans minds.  In Dark Girls, an Afro-Panamanian woman describes 
her experience with this same phenomena.  She said “Growing up in Panama…I grew up very 
aware of the variety of ideas about dark skin not being favorable. Quotes like ‘you need to 
improve the race’ ‘don’t marry black and if you do marry light skin’” (Dark Girls).  This idea is 
not exclusive to Dominicans, rather it seems to be a common theme among older people from the
Caribbean or Latin America. I am not sure about the history with race in other Caribbean and 
Latino countries, but I know for a fact that the older Dominican generation that believes in these 
racist ideas were raised during the era of Trujillo, which I discuss later in this paper.
Another Latina in the film Dark Girls states “Growing up, I was encouraged to marry a 
white man so that my kids wouldn’t have hair like mine, and so that my kids would be lighter 
than me” (Dark Girls).  This preference for light skin offspring is Eurocentric in nature.  You can 
ask any Dominican person and they will acknowledge how much this idea is pushed in our 
culture.  In Julia Alvarez’ “Black Behind the Ears” she discusses these same kind of experiences 
as a Dominican woman.  When reflecting on her childhood, she states
Growing up in the Dominican Republic, my cousins and I were always encouraged to 
stay out of the sun so we wouldn't "look like Haitians." At family gatherings, when 
features were declined down to which great-aunt gave us our noses or pairs of eyes, dark 
coloring was ascribed to someone's "not thinking ahead." As we girls grew up, we had 
endless bedroom comparison sessions of your good hair versus my bad hair, my fine nose
versus your flared one, your light shade of cafe con leche versus a potential boyfriend's 
heavy-duty, full-strength cafecito color (Alvarez 42).
Again, these are common experiences across the board.  Even Alvarez who considers herself a 
white Latina can attest to experiencing the anti-blackness/anti-Haitianism and Eurocentric 
comments that are dominant in Dominican culture. 
The beauty ideals in the Dominican Republic are centered on Eurocentric features.  To be
considered beautiful, a woman must resemble European features as much as possible.  This 
includes fair to tan skin, straight hair, thin noses and bodies.  Dominican women internalize 
Eurocentric ideals of beauty and impose them on their children. Ideas about what hair is 
acceptable are internalized by Dominican women. One common theme that is instilled in 
Dominican women as we are growing up is being expected to marry a lighter skin man so we 
would reproduce babies with “pelo bueno” that were not dark skin.  “Pelo bueno” or “good hair” 
is considered Eurocentric hair, not kinky or nappy but straight and manageable.    Curly hair is 
acceptable but straight hair is superior. Hair salons are a large part of how Eurocentric ideals of 
beauty are perpetuated in Dominican society. Having “good hair” is a big deal for Dominican 
women.  On almost every corner in my hair neighborhood there is a Dominican beauty salon 
where you can get your hair blow dried straight.  Growing up, if you did not have “good hair,” 
you were often teased.  I remember sitting under a hot hair dryer in rollers for what seemed like 
hours just to straighten my natural curls. Society has much harsher expectations for what a 
woman should look like because I never saw Dominican men caring so much about their hair 
being straight.  The upholding of Eurocentric ideals of beauty aide in the perpetuation of 
colorism and shaping of racial identities in Dominican women when they are internalized. We 
can learn a lot about colorism’s effect on Dominican people through Sammy Sosa’s case, but 
colorism does affect women in a different way than it affects men.    
Colonization and the Origins of Blackness in Hispañola
 To understand the complexities of racial identity formation in Dominicans we must first 
understand Hispañola’s long history of colonialism, slavery, and repressive regimes. In the 
beginning, Tainos lived on the island of Hispañola prior to the arrival of Christopher Columbus 
in 1492. Columbus and his fleet were looking for gold and spices when they found the island 
Hispañola of instead.  Before departing for Spain to present his discovery to the King and Queen,
Columbus built a fort called La Navidad and left his men on the island with the natives to await 
his return. The following year when Columbus returned to Hispañola he found that the thirty-
nine men he had left in charge were all dead at the hands of the natives. Columbus’ men had 
brutalized them and their women and pillaged their villages. The Tainos suffered greatly at the 
hands of the Spanish. After being forced to work in the gold mines, the native population was 
quickly wiped out. They were not used to the physical exploitation and the disease the Europeans
brought with them. Within a century, forced labor, suicide, and disease all led to the demise of 
the indigenous population in Hispañola.  The exact number of Tainos living on the island in 1492
is unknown and sources all have different estimates for the numbers. In The Dominican 
Republic: A National History, Frank Moya Pons notes that a census from 1508 revealed that only
60,000 remained out of 400,000 natives (Moya Pons 34).
An economic shift occurred at the beginning of the 16th century. The gold mines on the 
island had been exhausted and the Taino population had been nearly decimated. The need to 
secure slave labor for the cattle market and the sugar industry had to be met, so thousands of 
Africans were brought in through western Hispañola and forced to work in the sugar plantations. 
(Howard 22).  In July of 1502, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain allowed Fray 
Nicolas de Ovando, the first governor of Santo Domingo, to bring black slaves to their colonies 
(Torres-Saillant 4).  In “Introduction to Dominican Blackness,” Dominican author Silvio Torres-
Saillent elucidates the presence of blackness in the Dominican Republic by stating
Marking the start of the black experience in the Western Hemisphere, the arrival of 
Ovando’s fleet in July 1502 ushered in a social and demographic history that would lead 
in the course of five centuries to the overwhelming presence of people of African descent 
in the Dominican Republic today. Ironically, many Dominican people reject or ignore 
their African roots despite these facts. It is not uncommon for Dominicans to illuminate 
their European ancestry but reject their African one (Torres-Saillent 4).
Torres Saillent argues that the inception of anti-black ideology may have occurred during the 
17th century and that the rise of the sugar industry and its use of African slave labor led to the 
racialization of slavery (Torres-Saillent 8).  The need for slave labor on the island consistently 
increased through the 17th century. 
In the late 17th century, indigo plantations are established on western Hispañola.  The 
need for salve labor increases significantly and colonists bring more black slaves on the island. 
In “Introduction to Dominican Blackness,” Hispañola Torres-Saillent elucidated Pedro Mir’s 
argument that “a racial prejudice against the black slave did not exist in the Americas with any 
meaningful centrality as an argument of the ideology of slavery” (Torres-Saillent 9). 
Additionally, Torres-Saillent agrees that slavery became a “colored institution” after it became 
associated with race.  (Torres-Saillent 9) This happened due to the association with sugar 
plantation work and black slaves. As you will read, Dominicans claim their native heritage but 
not their African one when identifying by race despite the growing number of Africans on the 
island despite the large African presence.  
In 1697, French colonizers established a settlement called Saint Dominique on the 
western side of Hispañola with the Treaty of Ryswick.  With the treaty, Spain surrendered the 
western part of the island to France. The eastern side of the island remained under Spanish rule 
and was called Santo Domingo. In the 1700’s thousands of slaves began to be imported into 
Saint Dominique to meet the increasing labor demands.  Torres-Saillent states “Dominican 
blacks and mulattos owe their predominance, then, to successive waves of importation of slaves 
from Africa or elsewhere to the island of Hispañola and their biological growth through intra- or 
inter-racial reproduction” (Silvio Torres-Saillant 10).  The use of African slave labor increased 
significantly in the highly lucrative plantation economy in 18th century Saint Dominique. In the 
18th century, there were hundreds of thousands of African slaves on the western part of 
Hispaniola.  Britannica.com states
In 1789 Saint-Domingue had an estimated population of 556,000, including roughly 
500,000 African slaves—a hundredfold increase over the previous century—32,000 
European colonists, and 24,000 affranchis (free mulattoes [people of mixed African and 
European descent] or blacks.)The slave population, most of whom were bosal (African-
born), were an admixture of West African ethnic groups (Britannica.com).
According to Ada Ferrer, Saint Dominique “in the 1780s… produced about half of all the sugar 
and coffee consumed in Europe and the Americas” (Ferrer 40). This would not have been 
possible without the exploitation of African slaves.  The slaves were made to do hard labor and 
just like the Tainos has been made to do in the 15th century, and they too died from disease and 
starvation. Despite the presence of African heritage in Dominicans, a colonial mentality which 
demonizes blackness has led to the denial of African roots when identifying racially. The older 
Dominican population still argue that black Dominicans are not black despite this history. 
Anti-Haitianism
It’s not anything inherent in the human psyche to judge people based upon their skin 
color. There’s nothing in our DNA that suggests one shade of color is superior or inferior
to another but it’s all politically and sociologically determined phenomena and attitude...
you have to be taught to discriminate based upon skin color (Dark Girls).
Haiti and the Dominican Republic have a long history of antagonism, leading to the 
perpetuation of negative myths about Haitians and overall anti-Haitian sentiment.  I feel it is 
important to discuss anti-Haitianism when discussing Dominican racial identity because 
Dominicans have always distanced themselves from blackness.  In the Dominican Republic, 
Blackness is associated with Haitians.  One of the causes of this antagonism between D.R. and 
Haiti is the Haitian revolution, which was a series of events.  There were numerous slave 
rebellions over the years, but one extremely well-coordinated rebellion, led mainly by Jean-
Jacques Dessalines, resulted in the abolition of slavery in French colonies in 1794. By 1795, 
Spain surrendered its claim of the island to France with the Treaty of Basel, which they had won 
with the Treaty of Ryswick.   On the western side of the island, Touissant Louverture, along with 
an army of resisters unified the island under the French republic in January of 1801. Louverture 
and other black liberators like Jean-Jacques Dessalines succeeded in abolishing slavery as well 
as racial privileges, if only for a short while. The citizens of Santo Domingo felt threatened by 
this because they felt that their social status would be compromised if slavery were abolished in 
the east (Howard 27). This inevitably led to tension between those with the desire to abolish the 
institution and those who depended on it for their personal social benefit. Britannica.com states 
The enmity between the two countries had long historical roots and racist underpinnings: 
Dominicans, with their Spanish culture and largely European ancestry, looked 
disdainfully upon black Haitian laborers; however, the Dominican economy depended on 
cheap Haitian labour (Britannica.com).
This animosity was only fueled by Haitian presence on the island and their opposing views on 
slavery.  In the early 19th century, Dessalines and others fought against Napoleon and his army 
because they planned to restore slavery on the French colony. Haiti attempted to overthrow 
Spanish rule in Santo Domingo in order to control the entire island, but the Spanish remained in 
power until 1822 when it was occupied by France.  From 1822 to 1844 Santo Domingo was 
under Haitian rule.  The Afropedea website states “Haiti tried to impose her French language 
culture on the population. The Haitian presence was very much hated, and since Haitians were 
predominantly darker skinned, this caused further complexes against blackness” 
(Afropedea.org).   These rebellions created tension between Dominicans and Haitians and 
perpetuated negative ideas about Haitians from Dominicans.  Haitians are black and blackness is 
demonized in the Dominican Republic due to a persistent Eurocentric colonial mindset. 
Anti-blackness is antagonism towards black people or people from African descent and it 
is deeply imbedded in Dominican culture.  The root of anti-black ideals stem from other 
historical events.  The Afropedea website states that the root of anti-black ideas
… stems from the Spanish casta social value system, which regarded negro as slave and 
low in Dominican society. The perspective was reflected in laws that forbade marriage 
between black and white, but marriage between Indian and white was perfectly legal. The
second stemmed from the Haitian occupation of the Dominican Republic between 1822-
1844 (Afropedea.org).
On February 27 1844, the Dominican Republic gained independence from Haiti, which is still 
celebrated today. Every year on February 27, we celebrate independence from Haiti by having 
parades and festivals, yet we never celebrate or even acknowledge the independence from Spain, 
our colonizers. The reason for this is that Euro-centric powers were seen as superior, even though
they aided in the oppression of people.
Trujillo and U.S. occupation
Not only is the upholding of the Eurocentric ideal in the Dominican Republic connected 
to the islands history of colonialism, slavery, and tensions with Haiti, it is also connected to 
political tactics by the Dominican Republic and the United States.   During the early 20th century,
the U.S. supported the Dominican Republic in several ways.  Prior to Rafael Leonidas Trujillo 
gaining power, the United States had a presence on the island of Hispañola.  The United States 
first established itself in Haiti from 1915-1924, leading to a significant impact on their cultures 
and the perpetuation of racism.  The Dominican Republic was occupied by the United States 
from 1916-1924.  The reason for the occupation besides the political turmoil during that time 
was to ensure that all was in order with the newly established Panama Canal.  It had been a huge 
investment for the United States.  Another reason for their occupation of the island was that the 
island had massive amounts of debt and the United States was to aide them in settling it. In the 
Dominican Republic and in Haiti, the U.S. brought in trainers for the marines and helped create a
number of public works projects.  The U.S. Marines occupation on the island also gave political 
power back to mulatto elites.  This resulted in further racial injustices at the hands of the marines 
on the island. 
The United States eventually withdrew from the island under President Warren G. 
Hardings orders.  The occupation had not been welcomed by many Dominicans.  The marines 
remained on the island for the time being and they were left under the care of Trujillo who had 
been a part of the U.S. trained National Guard in the Dominican Republic.  Hernandez and 
Torres-Saillent (1998) argue that Trujillo benefited from the U.S. presence on the island because 
the civilians were disarmed and the army was centralized (Hernandez and Torres-Saillent 6).
The effects of US occupation can still be felt today.  For some reason, many Dominican born 
people speak “Spanglish,” a mixture between English and Spanish.  There are many words that 
are commonly used in Spanish conversations that are For example, my mother was born and 
raised in the Dominican Republic and she says rufo for “roof” instead of techo, which is the 
proper translation of the word roof.  Baseball also became synonymous with the Dominican 
Republic after the occupation.
White supremacy and anti-blackness was perpetuated at different points in the 20th 
century such as during the dictatorship of President Rafael Leonidas Trujillo. Rafael Leonidas 
Trujillo Molina, infamous Dominican dictator from 1930-1961 exemplified the colonial 
mentality that associated Europeans with racial superiority.  Trujillo was a U.S. trained military 
man who exerted complete control over the Dominican Republic with the help of the United 
States. The Trujillo dictatorship from 1930-1961was one of the most shameful and despicable 
eras of Dominican history. Rafael Leonidas Trujillo Molina was elected president of the 
Dominican Republic after cheating his way into power.  A rigged election led to a regime that 
Raymond Pulley compared to Hitler and Mussolini’s. Anyone that spoke out against him faced 
violent and deadly consequences.  Trujillo was xenophobic and instituted policies that 
suppressed any expression of blackness or African heritage, going so far as to whitewash himself
and his relatives in works of art. There was no doubt that his goal was to whiten the country. The 
Dominican Republic was portrayed as a white nation to the rest of the world. Sources claim that 
Trujillo even placed lighter skin non-Dominican staff in universities and hospitals (Leon). His 
racist ideologies are confusing considering the fact that his mother was Haitian.  To me this 
shows how the internalization of Eurocentric ideals and anti-blackness is deeply embedded, 
leading to self-hate.  
In his article “The United States and the Trujillo Dictatorship, 1933-1940: The High Price
of Caribbean Stability,” Raymond Pulley highlights the hypocrisy of the United States when they
supported and maintained the Dominican Republic during the Trujillo dictatorship.  Pulley states 
“...in the period 1933-1940 the Trujillo dictatorship was the complete antithesis of what the 
United States claimed it self to be, a bastion of democracy” (Pulley 31). This was around the 
time of World War II. It was hypocritical that the U.S. was fighting Hitler while supporting the 
same types of xenophobic ideals that Hitler stood for.  
The Trujillo dictatorship added to the already established racist ideologies in the 
Dominican Republic and deepened the contempt felt towards Haitians. Howard draws attention 
to the racist ideology of the dictatorship. He says “Racism was a founding component of 
Trujillismo, the intellectuals of the era seeking to consolidate the Dominican nation state on the 
superiority of Hispanidad, the creation of enduring myth was a key element to establish the 
legitimacy of the dictatorship” (Howard 31). A Catholic, Spanish identity was stressed in the 
Dominican Republic and Haitians were demonized for not fitting into this Eurocentric standard.  
The Dominican Republic’s nationhood was to be re-evaluated and Haitians were thought 
of as a threat to the progress in rebuilding the republic. The revulsion of dark skin people under 
Trujillo culminated in one of the worst tragedies in the Caribbean. One of the most despicable 
human rights issue was the Parsley Massacre, otherwise known as El Corte (the Cutting) which 
occurred in the fall of 1937.  It is called the Parsley Massacre because people suspected of being 
Haitian were asked to pronounce the word perejil. If they pronounced it incorrectly due to their 
Haitian Creole accent, they were killed.  In 1930, Haitian laborers immigrated into the country to
work in the sugar cane plantations. Trujillo wanted to control the Dominican border and expel 
the Dominican Republic of dark-skinned Haitians.  He ordered the massacre of thousands of 
Haitians. At the border, the military opened fired on all Haitians that were attempting to leave the
Dominican Republic. Women and children were brutally murdered without question. I see this 
act as a form of ethnic cleansing and his reasoning for ridding D.R. of Haitians was an excuse.  
Sources claim that between 9000 and 20000 Haitians were killed during the massacre. This 
disgusting act was recognized by Franklin D. Roosevelt and he ordered reparations to be paid to 
the victims’ families.  This was a big deal because Roosevelt and Trujillo were friendly allies, the
disagreement could have caused tension between the two. Following Trujillo’s assassination, 
Joaquin Balaguer preserved anti-Haitian policies and the upholding of European influences.
In “The Tragic Bloody Origins of the Dominican Republic’s Plan to Erase Much of its 
Black Population,” Ghislane Leon draws attention to the naturalization law that removed 
Dominican Republic born Haitians and sent them to Haiti in recent years.  In 2013, the 
Naturalization Law 169-14 was put in place. This denationalized mainly Dominican born 
Haitians whose parents migrated from Haiti as early as 1929.  In her article, Leon describes the 
generational impact of internalizing Eurocentric ideals by stating
This internal self-hate inflicted upon us by out Dominican families goes back generation, 
specifically the generations that lived during Trujillo’s regime.  Line after line of 
Dominican families have hated their skin because it was not light enough or because they
didn’t have long, silky hair like their Eurocentric-Dominican brothers and sisters (Leon).  
Dominicans of all shades internalize anti-black and Eurocentric racial ideologies.  Dominican 
people are vocal about their deep-seated contempt to Haitians. Anyone with knowledge of the 
Dominican Republic can tell you that Anti-Haitianism is still prevalent today.
These historical events push anti-black and anti-Haitian narratives and uphold whiteness 
and Eurocentricity.  It is no secret that most Dominican people to this day deny their African 
heritage despite its influence on Dominican culture and customs. The history of colonization of 
the Dominican Republic perpetuates the Eurocentric ideal of beauty in Dominican culture by 
reinforcing the age-old idea that white features are superior to black features, and the more 
closely associated one is to whiteness the better one is. This racial superiority led to the creation 
of racial categories that identified people by tiers and further perpetuated the myth that black 
meant inferior.
Part 2
Racial Identity in Latinas- A Literature Review
There is a significant body of research that looks at racial identity among Latinas and 
colorism   In “The Color Paradigm: The Impact of Colorism on the Racial Identity and 
Identification of Latinas,” Laura Quiros and Beverly Araujo-Dawson draw attention to the 
impact of colorism on Latinas and how racial identity is navigated in Latinas from the 
Caribbean.  Quiros and Araujo-Dawson detail Latino privilege as well as the disadvantages they 
face with the stigmatization of being a Black Latino. They argue that Latinas have fluid racial 
self-identification which leads them to attain certain privileges in some situations and be 
stigmatized in others depending on their proximity to whiteness.  Similar to the racial hierarchy 
identified by Delida Sanchez. Dominicans who are perceived as European-looking attained 
social benefits due to their proximity to Eurocentricity.  Quiros and Araujo-Dawson elucidate the
impact of understanding the complexities of racial identity in areas such as social work, practice, 
and pedagogy.  Their study attempts to illustrate how colorism affects Latina racial identity and 
to provide more research on how it affects Caribbean Latinas specifically as well as shedding 
light on how a colonial mindset is common among Latinos, resulting from the stigmatization of 
blackness in Latino culture.  In their paper, researchers Beverly Araujo-Dawson and Leslie 
Quiros argue that conducting qualitative studies on the impact colorism on the racial identity of 
Latinos allows for more nuanced and complex interpretation of race in the context of social 
constructs. This means that our understanding of how colorism affects racial identity expands if 
we conduct more qualitative research.  In their study, Quiros and Araujo-Dawson found that 
Latinas experience uncertainty regarding their racial self-identity.  According to the findings in 
their study, in the United States, Latinas identify along ethnic lines, distance themselves from 
black ancestry, and experience confusion with racial identity. Dawson’s research show us that 
colorism does in fact have an impact on the racial identity of Dominican women.  
One of the main reasons that Quiros and Araujo-Dawson are pushing for more complex 
research on racial identity is because there is a lack of research on Latinos that are not Mexican.  
The majority of research conducted on racial identity in Latinas focuses on Mexican/Mexican 
Americans, leaving a huge gap when it comes to Caribbean Latinos like Dominicans. As a 
Dominican woman that was born and raised in the United States, I feel that the experiences of 
Latinos are generalized and many times not inclusive of the different nationalities from the 
African Diaspora.  Black Latinos exist everywhere.  A high percentage of Dominicans currently 
reside in the Northeast United States, yet the amount of research that explores the racial identity 
development among this group is lacking. With such a large Dominican population in the United 
States, it’s surprising to see that this has not been fully explored. The goal of my thesis is to 
supplement Dawson and Quiros work in order to expand the knowledge base of racial identity in 
Dominican women. 
One other study that seeks to expand the research on identity formation in groups other 
than Mexican/ Mexican Americans is “Racial Identity attitudes and ego identity statuses in 
Dominican and Puerto Rican College Students” by Delida Sanchez.  This study focuses on the 
relationship between racial identity and personal (ego) identity.  Sanchez also discusses racial 
identity theory which tell us that an individual’s racial identity is dependent on whether or not 
they identify with their racial group.  She states
Despite the high percentage of Dominicans and Puerto Ricans in the Northeast 
geographic region, there is a dearth of research that has explores racial identity 
development... among these Latino Ethnic groups.  Thus far, the majority of research on 
identity development among Latinos has focused on Latinos of Mexican heritage living 
in the West, where they are the majority Latino ethnic group (Sanchez 497). 
Sanchez identifies several identity development models that help us understand identity 
formation. She discusses the difficulty in understanding Dominican and Puerto Rican racial 
identity.  These groups are quite diverse as far as phenotypical features.  Neither group has 
physical features.  According to Sanchez, nor do they share a common “political affiliations, 
socioeconomic status, language use, and relationship to US conquest and colonization” (Sanchez 
501).
Racial Categories  
The categorization of white, black, and other races dates to the colonial period in 17th 
century Maryland.  In her article, Kristen Jenkins states 
In 1680 AD, the idea of classification by appearance slowly began to permeate society as 
lawmakers in the early colonies of North America began to use “white” as a classification
of themselves rather than “Englishmen” or “Christians.” In 1776, the word “Caucasian” 
was first used by a man named Johann Blumenbach… [He] outlines one of the first 
hierarchies based on skin color, placing “whites” on top and four other “races” 
underneath. Superiority based on skin color soon became a widespread idea (Jenkins).
This early classification based on phenotypical characteristics cultivated a global racial hierarchy
that persists today which exploits non-white groups of color.  Throughout history, the assignment
of racial categories has been used as a tool of dominance over racially subordinate groups.  The 
way in which racial categories are determined is influenced by white supremacy and a history of 
slavery in the west.  Paul R. Spikard illustrates the justification for the use of racial categories in 
the case of chattel slavery in the United States.  He claims
Putting simple, neat racial labels on dominated peoples--and creating negative myths 
about the moral qualities of those peoples--makes it easier for the dominators to ignore 
the individual humanity of their victims… Calling various African peoples all one racial 
group, and associating that group with evil, sin, laziness…made it easier for White slave 
owners to rationalize holding their fellow humans in bondage, whipping them, selling 
them, separating their families, and working them to death” (Pbs.org). 
One reason of the reasons racial hierarchies became so pervasive is due to White fear of revolt of
slaves.  They believed that creating racial tension between free whites and black slaves would 
prevent possible revolt against colonists by the oppressed, black and white (Zinn 29). This white 
fear of revolt is one of the reasons racial hierarchies became so pervasive. According to Sharon 
Martinas colonists separated people based on race and ancestral origin to prevent the oppressed 
to unite against the oppressor (Martinas).
Complexities in Dominican Racial Identity
A person’s racial identity is more than his or her skin color or physical features.  It guides
one’s thoughts, perceptions, and level of investment in his or her racial groups’ cultural patterns 
as well as other aspects of his or her identity (Sanchez 500). The mixed racial makeup of 
Dominicans is a result of colonization and it is not surprising that racial identity is complicated 
among Dominicans.  Dominicans are made up of African, French, and Spanish heritage.  Some 
people argue that by now, any trace of indigenousness is far removed from Dominicans today. In 
his 1996 study, Jorge Duany asserts that this mixed ancestry plays a pivotal role in forming the 
identities of Dominican people. Duany states “Race and color have played a crucial role in the 
formation of their cultural identities” (Duany 253).  In his paper, Duany identifies two models of 
racial identification that define the different ways by which migrants from the Caribbean 
navigate race.  These two models are important if we wish to understand the complex nature of 
racial identity in Dominican women.  The first model Duany identifies places Caribbean people 
in three categories of races: black, white, and mulatto (Duany 253). He states that this model is 
“based primarily on skin color and other physical characteristics such as facial features and hair 
texture” (Duany 254). The mulatto category falls in the middle of the black African race and the 
White European race. The second model reflects the dominant racial system in the Unites States 
(Duany 23). This model has two categories, white and non-white.  Duany states 
Whereas North Americans classify most Caribbean immigrants as black, Dominicans 
tend to perceive themselves as white, Hispanic, or other. (including the folk term indio, a 
euphemism for a mixed racial type). This contradiction between the public perception and
self-concept of Dominican migrants is one of their key problems in adapting to North 
American society (Duany 255).
This first model differs from the second model due to ideas about hypo-decent, which is another 
theory Duany acknowledges in his paper (Duany 254). I have met many dark skinned Dominican
people that are opposed to the two-part racial model. Dominicans do not see themselves as black 
not only because they do not want to be black, but also because to them it is more than just about
physical similarities.  
Identity categories also goes back to the 18th century.  “In 1784, the Codigo Negro 
Carolino (Black Code) divided the population into free and slave. The free was broken into 
categories of shades black, mulattos, and pardos, again with black, occupying the lowest 
undesirable status” (Afropdea.com). Another reason that Dominicans are opposed to being 
classified as black under a two part racial model is because of the census situation.  Maribi 
Henriguez states “In the 1960’s, Latinos were urged to identify as “white” on the census due to 
their being of Spanish (inevitably Europeans) descent, subscribing them to be another group of 
“ethnic” white,” but only on paper” (Henriguez 17).
Racial identity theories suggest that people’s racial identities vary based on to what extent
they identity with their respective racial groups. The following passage from is from “Racial 
Identity attitudes and ego identity statuses in Dominican and Puerto Rican College Students” by 
Delida Sanchez.  Sanchez is describing the complexity of racial superiority in Latin America.  
The racial dynamics in the U.S. which involves Black/White dichotomy contrasts with how 
Latinos categorize race.  The emphasis on the racial superiority of white Europeans resulted in 
the development of racial categories to identify and segregate persons of various racial 
backgrounds.  However, unlike the rigid Black-White racial dichotomy in the United States, the 
Latino racial hierarchy appears more fluid and integrated.  Between the White elite (blanco) and 
the “purest” Blacks and Indians exists a “middle layer” topped by the social Whites. 
Sanchez states
These are light-skinned, white looking persons, socially accepted as white but who have 
varying degrees of racial geneology.  Social whites are followed by various groups of 
Asian Heritage, particularly Chinese and Japonese.  At the bottom of the middle layer are 
the mestizos and mulattos.  In most Latin American countries, mestizos (Indian/White) 
are considered superior to mulattos (Black/White.) Below everyone, in a category by 
themselves are the darkest, “pure” Indians and Blacks (Sanchez 499).  
These racial categories make navigating racial identity in Dominicans complex. Because of all 
these different ethnic intersections of race and class, many Latinos will acknowledge their 
mestizo heritage, but few will admit to their Black heritage. Race is a complex theory to define 
in terms of the Dominican Republic. In “Afro-Latino: A deeply rooted identity among U.S. 
Hispanics” The authors state
Identity for U.S. Hispanics is multidimensional and multifaceted. For example, many 
Hispanics tie their identity to their ancestral countries of origin – Mexico, Cuba, Peru or 
the Dominican Republic. They may also look to their indigenous roots. Among the many 
ways Hispanics see their identity is their racial background (Lopez & Gonzalez-Barrera).
As Sanchez states above, the black/white dichotomy that exists in the United States does not 
exist in the Dominican Republic leaving Dominicans to identify along several different racial, 
ethnic, and national lines. For example, my father was a black Dominican but he never identified
with any racial terms.  He identified as a Dominican or Hispanic man. His skin tone was not a 
way to self-identify for him. 
The Pew research center has valuable data on how Dominicans identify. In regards to the 
pan-ethnic terms of Hispanic or Latino, they state
Most Hispanics prefer their family’s country of origin over pan-ethnic terms. Half (51%) 
say that most often they use their family’s country of origin to describe their identity. 
That includes such terms as “Mexican” or “Cuban” or “Dominican,” for example. Just 
one-quarter (24%) say they use the terms “Hispanic” or “Latino” to most often to 
describe their identity. And 21% say they use the term “American” most often (Lopez 
et.al).
I believe that the reason for this is that Latinos are presumed to be from Latin America.  The 
island of Hispañola is in the Caribbean.  Sixty-four percent of Hispanics do not consider 
themselves mixed race with thirty four percent identifying as mixed race (Gonzalez-Barrera).
This connects to my own experiences as a second generation Dominican American 
woman who looks racially ambiguous.  In my neighborhood of Inwood, the Dominican ladies 
that work the supermarket checkout speak to me in English, not knowing that I am Dominican 
too and speak Spanish fluently.  Racial ambiguity is common among Dominicans. “Where are 
you from?” or “what are you?” are questions Dominicans are often asked because there is such 
as range of phenotypes that we are not as easily identifiable as other races or ethnicities.  In her 
thesis, “La Feminista Nuyorquina Contextualizing Latina Experience in the Space of Radical 
U.S. History: Dominican, Puerto Rican, and Cuban Presence in New York City,” Maribi 
Henriguez describes how she identifies when asked questions like these.  She states  
As a Latino/a, when asked, “where are you from?’ I have an understanding that I am not 
being asked about where I reside, I am most likely being asked about my heritage, 
because my American nationality is not sufficient information to explain my physical 
appearance. I respond that my parents are from the Dominican Republic,” it is the easiest 
way to identify.  Rarely do I hear my Latino peers identify as Hispanic or Latino outside 
of politically concerned settings like the classroom, government offices or even doctor’s 
offices (Henriguez 19).
In my experience, Dominicans will usually identify as just Dominican or Hispanic, including 
American born Dominicans.  Our experiences are the same and most of the Dominican women 
that I know will likely give the same answer when asked about their identity. I share the same 
views on racial identity as Maribi Henriguez does.  Although I was not born in the Dominican 
Republic, I identify as Dominican.  If I were to answer “American,” the person would likely go 
on to ask me where my parents are from.  Usually what they want to know is what country my 
family originates from.  I have never heard a Dominican say that they are black white or mulatto.
This is a universal experience for Dominican people.  The problem with Dominicans have with 
identifying as Hispanic or Latino is that Latinos are from Latin American countries and the term 
Hispanic is rooted in colonialism, as Columbus was the one that named the island after his 
conquest.   
The connection between race and class is another layer to all of this.  For the purposes of 
a master’s thesis, I will only touch on this relationship.  In “Black Behind the Ears,” Julia 
Alvarez describes her childhood experiences with racism and color while coming of age in the 
Dominican Republic.  When describing the unspoken approval she received from her black 
Dominican boyfriend’s mother for having a light complexion, she assures us that “Color cut 
across class lines. As another Dominican saying goes: A rich Black is a mulatto; a rich mulatto is 
a white man” (Alvarez 42). Even black people escape the label of blackness if they are 
economically and socially well-off. This anecdote in her paper made me think of the woman who
my middle school was named after, Salome Urena De Henriguez.  In the late 19th century, 
Salome Urena De Henriguez was a woman of African descent that rose to fame in the literary 
world of the Dominican Republic.  De Henriguez was whitewashed according to Dixta Ramirez 
(Ramirez 50). Her status as distinguished an intellectual made her blackness a non-factor. 
Afro-Dominicanidad
As previously stated, Afro-Dominican people have predominant African ancestry and 
physical features.  Of all Hispanic countries, Afro-Dominicans are the most phenotypically 
African looking. Eighty percent of the population range from black, the ranges in between, to the
lightest mulatto (Afropeda.org).  In this section, I examine Afro-Dominican culture and the ways 
in which is dismantles what Milagros Ricourt calls the racial imaginary in her book The 
Dominican Racial Imaginary: Surveying the Landscape of Race and Nation in Hispaniola.  
The imaginary of…colonial plantation masters, rich mulattos, Catholic authorities…all 
influenced by intrusive U.S. racialization, was nurtured by the values of the former 
Spanish rulers, who intentionally…distorted the on-the-ground essence of Dominican 
racial and cultural makeup. This has evolved into the contemporary constructions of the 
Dominican Republic as the “most Spanish nation in the Americas”8 and “the oldest 
Christian people of the Americas”… It has erased Africa within the “official” Dominican 
racial imaginary through many decades of socialization, utilizing discursive, print, and 
visual media and artifacts, as well as reflecting an assumed Euro-Christian 
epistemological base (Ricourt).
The racial imaginary perpetuates anti-blackness and the erasure of African heritage in Dominican
racial identity.  This imagined erasure of the African presence in Dominican race is being 
countered by those who embrace, support, and celebrate Afro-Dominicanidad.
Afro-Dominicans embrace their African roots by acknowledging the presence of 
blackness in their heritage.  There are Afro-Latino festivals in different parts of the world.  Since 
2013, the Afro-Latino Fest in New York City has brought together Afro-Latinos from different 
countries.  This festival has a large number of Afro-Dominicans attending. On their website they 
state that “The festival provides a holistic opportunity to educate, celebrate and affirm people of 
African descent from Latin America and the Caribbean. We represent the vanguard of a 
burgeoning national and Hemispheric creative, cultural and community based movement.” By 
hosting events like this and building a community around Afro-Latinidad, we can begin to 
reshape views about blackness in Dominican culture.  I see Afro-Latinidad evolving into a big 
part of identity for all Dominicans in the future with more and more Dominicans coming to the 
United States and absorbing African-celebrated ideals, as opposed to the outdated Eurocentric 
ones that have been around for hundreds of years. As for myself, I began identifying as Afro 
Dominican later in life in my early twenties, only after learning about Dominican history.  A lot 
of Dominicans are not educated on the long history of colonization and how the island was 
colonized by Spain and France. 
Colorism, Media, and the Eurocentric ideal 
In this section, I discuss my quantitative analysis of Eurocentric ideals in different forms 
of media consumed by Dominicans. I look at telenovelas, women in the entertainment industry, 
and the social media platform Instagram.  Across the board Latinas are underrepresented in 
media, and when they are, they are portrayed as being European looking.  There is a serious lack 
of representation of Afro-Latino people in Spanish media.  Black Latinas are almost non-existent
in much of the media consumed by Dominican women.  In “The Beauty Ideal: The Effects of 
European Standards of Beauty on Black Women,” Linda Bryant describes Eurocentric ideals of 
beauty as “the notion that the more closely associated a person is with European features, the 
more attractive he or she is considered; these standards deem attributes that are most closely 
related to whiteness, such as lighter skin, straight hair, a thin nose and lips, and light colored 
eyes, as beautiful” (Bryant 80). These Eurocentric ideals of beauty are upheld in both U.S. and 
Dominican culture. In “Objectification Theory,” Fredrickson and Roberts state “Black women 
have the least amount of facial prominence of all groups.”  Meaning that black women’s faces 
were shown less than any other demographic on television.  Since dark skinned women do not 
resemble the normative Eurocentric ideal, they are less likely to be represented in mass media.  
Bryant states that “Black women today are subjected to incessant messages about European 
ideals of beauty through family, peers, partners, the media, and larger society” (Bryant 83).  
If a young black women does not resemble what society expresses as attractive, they may find it 
difficult to grow to accept themselves and may develop low self-esteem.  
 Viola Davis is one of the people interviewed for the film Dark Girls.  She talks about the
underrepresentation of dark skinned women in media.  In one part, Davis is discussing the 
impact of colorism on her life.   She describes her experience with “Never seeing any examples 
on television or in film of anyone associated with beauty or softness or kindness or femininity 
that looked like me” (Dark Girls). Conversations around representation in media have grown in 
recent years.  Many dark skin women feel invisible in media because they are not properly 
represented.  
In his paper, Duany states Dominicans deal with many of the same prejudices and 
discrimination that African American blacks face (Duany 255).  Similar feelings are shared by 
many black Latina women.  There were no positive representations of black Latinas on television
when I was growing up or when the generation before me grew up either.  For the most part there
still are not many in comparison to the light skin, thin, straight haired women chosen to represent
all Latinas in media.  How can Dominicans be proud of their African heritage if they are brought 
up to only see light skinned representations of Latinas in media?  This is a great question for 
another race researcher to study in the future by exploring how underrepresentation in media 
impacts racial identity in Dominican women.
The cause of underrepresentation of dark skinned Latinas in media is structural racism.  
One of the interviewees in the film Dark Girls states
There’s this issue called structural racism...the kinds of policies and practices that we 
have in place that perpetuate colorism. Whether that’s the things you see in the media, the
advertisement and in the magazines who gets selected to be the models and in the movies 
who plays the lead character and who plays the servant role and who plays the jezebel 
role…society is perpetuating it (Dark Girls).
Structural racism exists in nearly every aspect of society.  The other day I was watching one of 
my favorite YouTubers Jackie Aina discuss colorism perpetuated in a popular fashion line 
(Youtube.com). This brand advertises on other sites that have a predominantly black following.  
Aina did some analyzing of the brands Instagram page which has over fifteen million followers.  
What she saw was that the photos they posted on their page were of models who were for the 
most part all had fairer skin with unrealistic body shapes. (most have breast implants, a tiny 
waist, and a curvy bottom) What does colorism in advertising do to the psyche of consumers of 
color?  Black and brown women who shop this brand can began to feel inadequate when the 
images that are being forced down their throat are all of one type of woman.  This type of 
advertising is part of the problem of structural racism because of the colorism that is being 
presented.  These multi-million dollar companies have the power to make someone feel bad 
about themselves after looking through their page I know because I have felt this way and every 
woman I know feels the same way about this brand.
Colorism in Entertainment
Despite underrepresentation of Latinas and the anti-black ideals that are pushed within 
the community, there is still a level of privilege that Latinas have. Cardi B is hip hop’s newest 
Queen of rap. She is half Dominican and half Trinidadian from New York City.  She identifies as 
a black woman, which has caused some people to raise their eyebrows.  People have said that 
Cardi B’s over the top personality and character is well received because she is a lighter skin 
woman of color.  They claim that her over-the-top personality would not have made her this 
popular if she were a dark skin black woman.  
A song named “Black Hypocrisy” by from dancehall artist Spice focuses on the thoughts 
that dark skin women have on colorism. This song perfectly encapsulates the feelings dark skin 
women have on colorism within their own communities.  In the first line, Spice sings, “I was told
I would reach further, if the color of my skin was lighter. And I was made to feel inferior, [cause]
society [says] brown girls [are] prettier.” In this line, she is describing her experience with 
feeling inferior because of her dark complexion compared to other lighter skinned women in the 
entertainment industry.  Dark skin women are stigmatized by the narrative that connects 
blackness with ugliness.  Although Spice comes from a Caribbean culture that varies from 
Dominican culture, this is a great example of how colorism can negatively affect dark skin 
women in the African Diaspora in general. In another line, Spice states “[I] love the way [I] look 
[I] love mi pretty black skin.  Respect due to [my] strong melanin.  Proud of [my] color, love the 
skin that I'm in.” In this line, she is embracing her dark skin and attempting to change the 
narrative around the stigmatization of black skin.  She can easily fall into the trap of self-hate and
internalize the messages she has received about who is beautiful and worthy of success and who 
is not but instead she is being vocal about her pride in her skin.  One of the final lines in the song
states “[Ban] racism, demolish colorism. But the things [I’m] going to say you] might not even 
have [my] back.  I get hate from my own race. Yes, that's a fact.” She is addressing the hate she 
receives from her own people when she expresses her opinions on colorism. Spice is explaining 
how in a culture of colorism dark skin women are expected to lighten and whiten their skin and 
features in order to be considered beautiful. Her experience as a woman in the music industry has
shown her the expectations to look a certain way.  Her critique of colorism shows us how 
influential colorism can be on a person’s self-perception, especially a woman.  
Amara La Negra is one of the few dark skin Dominican women that have made it into 
mainstream media.  Amara was a guest on the NYC radio show The Breakfast Club on 105.1.  In
the episode which can be streamed online, she brings attention to colorism in the music industry 
and she asserts that there is colorism within the Latino community. The first thing she is asked by
one of the hosts is “What are you? Racially?” Amara states that she is a U.S. born Dominican 
who identifies as Afro-Latina.  Both her parents are Dominican and her mother only speaks 
Spanish.  Two of the hosts of the show were not sure what an Afro-Latina is.  They thought it 
was a person who was half Black and half Latino.  Amara reveals how people think she wears 
blackface because they do not believe that she can be that dark and also a Latina.  Amara had to 
post a video of her performing as a child to prove that her skin was naturally dark.  She is also 
accused of taking melanin shots to look darker. There is a standard idea of what a Latina looks 
like and this is because of the underrepresentation of Latinas in media and the erasure of 
blackness in Latinness.  She expresses that she feels like it is hard for people to accept her 
because she is black and goes against what the standard of beauty is.  She states 
There is this standard of beauty in the entertainment industry that you have to look a 
certain type way in order to be pretty. Your hair needs to be straight and silky in order to 
be pretty.  Or if you’re a Latina you have to look like J Lo, Sofia Vergara, Shakira to but 
you look like me you don’t look Latina enough what does that even mean? There isn’t a 
Latin country that doesn’t have people that look like myself.  So why aren’t we on 
magazines, why aren’t we in movies (The Breakfast Club)?
Amara is acknowledging a huge lack of representation in different forms of media and the 
unrealistic expectation that all Latinas look the same and be Eurocentric looking. In this same 
interview, she describes an incident where she auditioned for a role on a Telenovela.  She said 
that the person she spoke to her was honest with her and stated that if there were roles like 
prostitute, slave, or gangster they would have her in mind because she had a “special” look.  
Meaning she was too black for the role.  Even though I know colorism is real, it was still 
shocking to hear that people in the industry would say something like that so freely.  Telenovelas 
are about as problematic as media can get when it comes to race representations.  As I discuss in 
the following pages, there is a standard that one must fit to be cast as a protagonist in a 
telenovela.  Black Latinas have been virtually non-existent in telenovelas outside of being cast as
the help or portrayed as inferior in some way.
 Telenovelas and the Perpetuation of Eurocentric Ideals of Beauty
Telenovelas or Novelas are a popular form of entertainment in Latin American and 
Caribbean communities.  The number of people watching these shows is staggering.  In “How 
Telenovelas Conquered the World" by” Javier Lizarzaburu, the author states “Hundreds of 
millions of people watch Telenovelas around the globe every day” (Lizarzaburu). Telenovelas 
date back to the 1950’s  and are one of the most popular forms of entertainment for Spanish 
speaking viewers (Segura).  Dominican people, especially women, heavily watch Novelas. From 
a young age, most Dominican women can remember watching Novelas with their parents and 
families.  They are a large part of Dominican culture.  In her article, “Why Telenovelas are a 
powerful-and problematic-part of Latino Culture,” Olga Segura states 
For immigrants like my parents, who arrived in the United States with nothing, 
telenovelas allowed them to feel connected to the countries and cultures they left 
behind…They were stories that allowed us to escape and see, even if only on the screen, 
what economic mobility and success look like for Latinos (Segura).
Like Segura, my childhood consisted of watching Novelas with my mother. All the girls in my 
neighborhood adored the “Luz Clarita” Novella which aired in 1996. There were other really 
popular telenovelas I remember watching such as “Rebelde” which features an all European 
looking cast.  The protagonists always look white. The most popular telenovelas which were 
watched in many Dominican households starred fair skinned Latinas.  
Telenovelas which are watched by Dominican women are influenced by Eurocentric 
ideals of beauty. They have the ability to influence what people perceive as beautiful by 
imposing the Eurocentric ideals on them.  To further explore the impact of colorism and 
Eurocentric ideals of beauty on racial identity formation in Dominican women, I retrieved the 
data from the International Movie Data Base (IMDb). They compiled a list of the top one 
hundred most popular telenovelas.  I use this data to make a point about the race of the 
protagonists and people casted in these shows. Table 1 shows the top twenty most popular 
telenovelas using data from IMDB website.  
Table 1. Top 20 Most Popular Telenovelas
Ranking Title Year Released Country of Origin
1 La Reina Del Sur 2001 Mexico
2 Yo Soy Betty La Fea 1999 Colombia
3 Sin Senos No Hay Paraiso 2008 Colombia
4 Rebelde 2004 Mexican
5 Pasion De Gavilanes 2003 Colombia
6 Rubí 2004 Mexico
7 Teresa 2010 Mexico
8 La Usurpadora 1998 Mexico
9 Triunfo de Amar 2010 Mexico
10 La Fea Mas Bella 2006 Mexico 
11 Marimar 1994 Mexico
12 Cuidado Con El Ángel 2008 Mexico
13 Soy Tu Dueña 2010 Mexico
14 La Casa de al Lado 2001 US
15 Sortilegio 2009 Mexican
16 Maria la del Barrio 1995 Mexico
17 Juana la Vigen 2002 Venezuela
18 Café Con Aroma De Mujer 1996 Colombia
19 Hasta Que El Dinero Nos 
Separe
2009 Mexico
20 Doña Barbara 2008 US
Column one shows their ranking in the top one hundred most popular telenovelas.  Column two 
names the title of the novella. I have also included the year that the show debuted as well as the 
country of origin.  
As you can see, there is a lack of diversity in the casting and the protagonists are usually 
fair skinned Latinas.  It is no question that telenovelas perpetuate colorism. The whiteness 
represented in telenovelas is overwhelming but not surprising. The casting of Eurocentric 
looking actors further perpetuates the Eurocentric ideal of beauty.  Out of the top twenty 
telenovelas listed by IMDb, none of them has a protagonist of color, despite the fact that there 
are brown people in Colombia and Mexico, where the majority of these telenovelas originate 
from.  Actors of color are usually casted as the help if they land roles on these shows.  Segura 
states “Telenovelas are the embodiment of Eurocentric ideals of beauty in Latin America and the 
Caribbean and reflect the anti-blackness ingrained in these societies” (Segura). 
There have been recent telenovelas that challenge this norm of Eurocentric casting of 
telenovelas.  They mainly originate from Brazil.  One of these telenovelas is called “Totalmente 
Demias” which casted several black Brazilian characters.  But telenovelas like these are few and 
far between.  It is only recently that the dynamics have begun to change and telenovelas have 
become more inclusive.  They still have a long way to go.
 
 The Internalization and Cultivation of Eurocentric Ideals of Beauty  
The internalization of anti-blackness is a generational phenomenon that affects racial 
identity formation in Dominican women.   Linda Bryant states
They are also likely to suffer feelings of inadequacy and report emotions of anger, pain, 
and confusion toward traits such as skin color and hair. Many black women carry this 
internalized shame and self-hatred of their appearance from adolescence into adulthood. 
Ultimately, these internalized feelings can be significant risk factors for depression in 
black women (Bryant 85).
As a result, the internalization of racialized beauty standards can perpetuate into a lifelong, 
intergenerational culture of self-hatred for dark skin women. The internalization of these ideals 
can bring real psychological harm to women of color. In the first scene of Dark Girls, we are 
shown a school age girl telling an interviewer that she does not like to be called black because 
she is “not black.”  The psychological consequences of the internalization of anti-blackness are 
real. These ideas that are perpetuated about the value of whiteness are internalized by groups of 
color, including children. One of the most well-known studies that prove that anti-blackness is 
internalized by young girls is the famous Clark doll study. The study was conducted by Kenneth 
Bancroft Clark and his wife Mamie Phipps Clark in the 1940’s.  The researchers wanted to 
analyze the effects of racial segregation on children.  When the children were asked to identify 
the good doll vs the bad doll, the majority identified the good doll as being the white doll and the
black doll as being the bad doll. White dolls were associated with positivity and black dolls were 
associated with negativity.  Their finding showed that segregation and discrimination led black 
children to develop a feelings of inferiority and self-hate. 
In Dark Girls, Dr. Daryl Rowe makes a great point on the persistent of the internalization 
of European ideals of beauty.  He states
What we’ve been talking about and what we spend time with is to attempt to shift that 
internalized colorism if you will.  The sense that being dark skinned is good.  And we’ve 
had moments: “The blacker the berry the sweeter the juice” “Say it loud I’m black and 
I’m proud,” but they’ve been short term moments because we consistently exist in a 
broader worldwide white supremacist framework where color and one’s approximation to
whiteness is valued around the world (Dark Girls).
White supremacy is so deeply imbedded into society that any attempt by groups of color to 
counter act it does not succeed in the long term. The quote below from Dark Girls illustrates how
internalization of these ideals can cause psychological harm to people.
I can remember being in the bath tub and asking my mom to put bleach in the water so 
that my skin would be lighter and so that I could escape the feelings that I had about not 
being  as beautiful, as acceptable as loveable (Dark Girls).
Professor George Gerbner developed the theory of cultivation in the 1960’s.  The theory 
shows that television has an impact on its viewers in a significant way. The theory suggests that 
television plays a role in the cultivation of an individual’s view the social world. The more a 
person is exposed to the mass media, the more they will be influenced by the values represented 
in the media and the greater the effect will be on the individual. When you apply this to 
Dominican women and the telenovelas they are watching, you wonder how much of the 
Eurocentric ideals that are perpetuated in these shows are being internalized by the viewers.  
 
Conclusion
More research is needed on the effects of Eurocentric ideals and values on the racial 
identity of women. An idea for a qualitative study that could be conducted can be centered on 
what societal factors play a role in the racial identity formation of Dominican women.  If I 
pursue a Doctorate in the future, I hope to conduct a wide range qualitative study with 
Dominican women to further explore racial self-identity.   Some questions that I will ask are: 
What racial ideologies were they exposed to growing up? How do they identify racially? How do
they navigate their racial self-identity? How do their parents or other close relatives identify 
racially?  What is the nature of our attachment to racial identity choices? How can the choices 
our parents make for us shape our racial identities?  Parents, especially Dominican parents play a
big role in shaping their children’s’ views and instilling certain beliefs and values into them.
The participants would be residents of upper Manhattan, Washington Heights and the 
Bronx. The reason for this is that these neighborhoods have some of the largest Dominican 
populations in New York City.  Seventy nine percent of Dominicans live in the Northeast, and 
nearly half of all Dominicans live in New York. According to an analysis of the Census Bureau 
survey by Pew Research Center, in 2013 Hispanics of Dominican population in United States 
reached 1.8 million people and comprised 3.3% of the U.S. Hispanic population (Lopez). 
Another possible idea for future research is the new age of beauty ideals that is 
emerging in which non-black and white people are getting plastic surgery and filler to have black
and ethnic features.  Kylie Jenner branded herself around her over-filled lips and became a 
billionaire for it. Her signature “Lip Kits” were intended to make your lips appear fuller.  As you 
may know, black people have been made fun of for their features.  Now a white people are 
profiting off of it.  The following quote from Dark Girls reflects these new ideals of beauty.  The 
interviewee states
It is really interesting now how for so long we as black women would go out of our way 
to try to emulate the beauty ideals of white women, you know straightening hair 
bleaching skin and for some even bleaching our skin but now it’s really interesting to me 
how more and more women of other cultures especially white women are growing to 
embrace the things that for so long had been unique to us (Dark Girls).
This new age of beauty ideals has even led to the development of a new term. “Blackfishing” 
describes white women who enhance or change their features in order to resemble black women 
and women of color.  Although I do not think that colorism will ever fully go away, I hope that 
one day all people from the African diaspora fully embrace their blackness.
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